112                        CHARLES   II

and to discredit its schemes for promoting the
Protestant cause. At the beginning of the New
Year, on the i8th of January, Charles - rather
than allow it to appear that he sanctioned in any
way the policy of the Tory Party, or that he was
antagonistic to the long-suffering and maligned
Catholics - dissolved his fourth Parliament.

The resolution and independence he had shown
throughout the winter were indeed remarkable.
For the first time in the twenty years of his reign
that had already passed, he was beginning to
assume control of the situation, not so much by
taking arbitrary measures to assert his authority,
as by playing one party against the other until
their conflicting policies were so inextricably
tangled that he could profit by their disagree-
ments to further his own designs. His own policy
had always been, and indeed still was, capricious,
but to most people, who understood very little of
what was going on behind the scenes, it seemed at
least to possess a power and a prestige which the
others lacked. And although his personal charm,
and the easy manners which had ingratiated him
with all who happened to cross his path, had
occasioned some reprehensible, even deplorable
incidents in his private life and in his public
appearances, he had forfeited in their eyes none
of the attributes nor any of the dignity of the